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Throughout the 1950s and 1960s the Soviets and the Americans battled for the 
prestige of being the masters of the cosmos.  The American space program was headed by 
the German rocket scientist Werner Von Braun while the Soviet program was headed by 
Sergey Korolev.  Each man, a brilliant scientist, was directed differently by his government.  
The Americans were concerned with developing science thoroughly.  The Soviets, on the 
other hand, were more concerned with the prestige of being the first in whatever feat was on 
the table.   The media played a significant role in providing motivation for the development 
of the Soviet and American programs.  It, however, affected each program in unique ways.  
Because the Soviet media was controlled by the politburo and the American media was 
open,  the open American media was able to lay out the U.S.’s  program prospects and the 
Soviets took advantage of this.  The American media influenced the Soviet program in such 
a way that they were more concerned with beating the American Space Program in 
developmental milestones but not as concerned with fine detail development, leading to the 
Americans eventually overtaking the Soviets in the technical aspects and long term 
achievements of the space race.    
The race for dominance in space began in July 29, 1955 when the United States 
announced their plan to put up a scientific earth satellite for the International Geophysical 
Year (July 1957-December 1958).1   The American plan was to create a basketball sized 
satellite that would complete an orbit every 90 minutes at 200-300 miles above the earth.2  
Only one day later, the Soviets announced their intentions to also put up an earth satellite 
for the International Geophysical Year (IGY) but implied that their payload3 had the 
potential to be much greater than that of the United States.4    However, the Soviets did not 
issue a mandate for an IGY satellite until January 1956, suggesting that the Soviets were 
merely attempting to keep up with the American proposal of scientific advances in public 
pronouncements.5   
Nonetheless, on October 4, 1957 the Soviets fulfilled their promise of launching an 
earth satellite with Sputnik-1.  Sputnik -1 was the simplest of designs that was, according to 
one of Korolev’s engineers, “made in one month, with only one reason, to be first in 
space.”6  Sputnik-1 was “a battery powered beacon and paired harmonic radio signals [that] 
answered questions about the ionosphere and space temperatures, and its gradual decay told 
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something about atmospheric density” but because of the shortcoming of battery power it 
fell silent relatively shortly after its launch. 7  The Soviet Sputnik-1 weighed in at a staggering 
184 pounds, which outweighed the American Vanguard satellite by 164 pounds.8  The 
American launch of Vanguard in November of 1957 was much less successful than the 
Soviet Sputnik-1. The Vanguard fell back on the launch pad and exploded, shaking the 
American confidence in their scientific developments and giving the Soviets tools for media 
propagandizing against the American capitalists.9 Following the success of Sputnik-1, Soviet 
Premier Nikita Khrushchev ordered the launch of another satellite to celebrate the 
anniversary of the end of the communist revolution in November of 1920, and gain prestige 
through its world-wide media coverage.10  Sputnik-2 was launched November 2, 1957, with a 
payload of 1,119.95 pounds, along with the first animal to be launched into space, a dog 
named Laika.11 It was reported that Laika ate food and barked while orbiting in the space 
craft, but he died upon reentry when “the capsule overheated after failing to separate from 
its boosters, thereby rendering the thermal control system inoperative.”12   
The Soviets also used the media to spout the superiority of socialism over capitalism 
in scientific development and belittle American efforts in this field.  A mere four days after 
the launching of  Sputnik-2, the Soviets published an article spouting they had “opened a new 
page in the history of mankind by proving their complete superiority in the field of rocket 
technology over the scientists of other countries, above all, the United States.”13  The Soviets 
were utilizing their mounting achievements to throw doubt onto the space program of the 
United States.   
Early 1958 the Soviet writer, D. Panov, took another stab at American capitalism and 
stated “The latest major achievements of Soviet science reflect in concentrated form the 
superiority of our socialist system, our economy, our culture, and our Marxist-Leninist 
ideology over the capitalist system and its economy, culture and ideology.”14  Soviet 
journalists were writing to convince “fence-line” supporters of the superiority of Soviet 
ideology through the accomplishments of Soviet scientists and therefore further stabilize the 
communist bloc.  Panov wrote that scientific development in a capitalist society only 
develops projects that would be profitable for the company developing them.  Because 
marginal profit was questionable, companies were leaving projects dormant for years.  
However, at this juncture in the development of space rockets the American program was 
largely a military undertaking.  In the New York Times, American journalist John Finney 
disputed Panov’s point.  He wrote that the Americans were on par with the Soviets in terms 
of satellites launched, suggesting research and development were being conducted at the 
same speed as the Soviets, in that both countries had launched three satellites up to this 
point.15  Panov further stated that throughout the communist society all scientific 
development is developed in order to benefit all the people, which is why they have 
accomplished so much and the United States so little, further glorifying the highly publicized 
Soviet achievments.16  These Soviet claims were not well supported in that up to this point 
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the American space program, NASA, nor any other civilian run program had not been 
developed.  
Shortly after the launch of Sputnik-2, American newspapers doubted America’s ability 
to quickly reach the level of the Soviet scientists.  They wrote the Soviet launching of two 
satellites within a month was proof of the Soviet superiority in missile and rocket 
programs.17  The Soviets were cognizant of these American concerns and it became a regular 
event for information about major launches to be leaked in Moscow days before their 
scheduled launch in order to further cast doubt on the American possibilities of catching up 
and propagandize Soviet superiority.18  It is speculated that these leaks were “official leaks of 
information made deliberately to enhance world press coverage once the launch occurs.”19  
Sputnik-2 pushed the American government administration to acknowledge and announce 
that even though it was unsure how important space technology was to future national 
security, prestige, and scientific advancement a solid space program was necessary and yet it 
would still take two or three years for the United States to catch the momentum of the 
Soviets.20  The importance of the American space program was examined because some of 
the political leaders questioned whether they needed to gain prestige by making it into space 
or whether they needed to focus on more at-home issues such as cancer and other various 
health developments.  This wavering by the United States may have given the Soviets the 
confidence to continue their development of space satellites.  If the United States was unsure 
of their involvement, it would give the Soviets more cushion in their lead and added 
propaganda for the superiority of the Soviet program. 
The United States, however, was hard at work while the Soviets were spreading anti-
capitalist propaganda and leaking information for media coverage.  In September 1959 the 
New York Times published an article in response to the Soviet claims to undisputed 
superiority.  Hanson Baldwin wrote: “we have launched twelve successful earth satellites, 
(including one last week) of which eight are still circling the earth.  The Russians have placed 
three bodies in orbit (much bigger than our’s); only one of them is still in space.”21  Baldwin 
argued that even though the Soviets were ahead of the United States in aspects of the space 
program development, they were roughly equal in basic space and missile science.22  U.S. 
journalists also pointed out through the press the fact that both the Soviet and American 
programs had had failures, but the Soviet programs’ failures have had “scant publicity” 
compared to American failures.  This challenged the Soviets claim to an undisputed lead.  It 
suggested that the claims of the Soviets may have been presented in a more flattering than 
accurate light.  The Soviet program and media were both controlled by the Soviet politburo 
which was reluctant to show any weaknesses of their system, whether it be scientifically or 
politically.  Because of this fact, the media was strongly encouraged to print only the 
successful flights and strongly discouraged from printing anything negative about the Soviet 
space program.      
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In light of the hesitant American space program, the Soviet Union launched Luna-1 
on January 2, 1959.  The objective for this launch was to be the first earth object to strike the 
moon.  The U.S. believed this because the craft was outfitted with the emblem of the Soviet 
Union.23  However, Luna-1 did not strike the moon, instead it became the first man-made 
planet.  Instead of reporting the original objective and still collecting the glory of first made-
man planet, the Soviets reported the objective of the Luna-1 spacecraft as a man-made 
planet.24  The Soviets falsified the original objective in order to save face in the presence of a 
perceived failure.  The fact that the radio started to die due to power failure on January 4 and 
officially died only 134,268 miles past the moon suggests the radio was not designed for an 
extended flight but for a short flight.25  The Soviets used the media to not only announce 
their milestone victories, but also to skew their milestone failures.  The Soviet government 
was concerned with losing face because of a failed moon strike, so they merely turned one 
milestone failure into another milestone victory. 
On September 13, 1959 the Soviets launched Luna-2 which turned out to be another 
well publicized milestone for the Soviet space program.  Luna-2 was successful at striking the 
moon on September 15, 1959. It was launched with pennants attached that had the emblem 
of the Soviet Union engraved on them with the date of September 1959.26  Five days after 
Luna-2 found the face of the moon, American newspapers responded to the striking of the 
moon’s surface by Soviet Luna-2, and again showed concern for the new notch on the space 
belts of the Soviets.  One newspaper wrote of the psychological and political significance 
Luna-2 carried and that “it indicated continued Soviet mastery of psychological warfare but 
no unanticipated advance in what scientists and missile men call the ‘state of the art.’”27  The 
American newspapers claimed that both countries had attempted moon orbits, man-made 
planets, and experienced failures.28  It is only because the American program reported 
equally the successes and failures, unlike the Soviets who only fully reported the successes, 
concluded prominent reporters, that the American program appears to be so far behind the 
Soviets.29  As evidence of the accuracy of American reports, it was even suggested that “the 
Russians have a great backlog of experience and are ahead of us in some ways.  In basic 
space and missile science and research there appears to be a general feeling that we are equal 
to or ahead of the Russians.”30   
By April of 1960 newspapers across the United States were exclaiming that the U.S. 
was definitely not trailing the Soviet Union in that the Soviets had more powerful engines 
only because they were needed to lift the heavier rockets and probes.31  The U.S. did not 
need the powerful engines the Soviets developed because the Americans had developed 
smaller missiles which limited their need for the development of larger rocket boosters.  A 
U.S. scientist stated that “from this it will be seen that we are suffering from our own 
original competence, which is another way of saying we are paying some kind of penalty for 
being too scientifically good in the first place.”32  American program spokesmen also stated 
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that America’s first man-into-space project would commence in 1961 in which the astronaut 
would be in orbit for at least four hours and complete three full orbits of the earth.33   
In August 1960, the Soviets answered the American rejection of Soviet superiority 
with Sputnik-5.  Sputnik-5 contained roughly 30 mice, insects, plants, cancer cells, microbes, 
and the dogs Belka and Strelka.34  Both dogs were recovered August 19 and reported to have 
been behaving normally.35  On April 12, 1961 the Soviets responded to the previously 
announced American plans of a manned flight with their own.  Soviet Cosmonaut Yury 
Gagarin became the first human in space on the Soviet craft Vostok-1 and completed one 
orbit in 108 minutes, jumping ahead of the Americans yet again in space flight milestones.36  
Gagarin reported in May of 1961 that he was “happier that [he was] the son of a people who 
can accomplish wonders, and that [he] belong[ed] to the party that gave [his] country the 
mighty wings for the flight to glory and grandeur.”37  
Roughly one month after Gagarin made the human debut in space, American Alan 
Shepard made the second human debut on behalf of the American program.  Even so, 
Shepard’s flight lasted only 15 minutes and he traveled a mere 302 miles.38  Many American 
newspapers proposed the Shepard flight was Uncle Sam’s answer to the Soviet Vostok-1 
flight, while others in America felt it fell short.  The Soviets were not impressed with 
Shepard’s flight and downplayed its significance in favor of Gagarin.  One Soviet newspaper 
wrote the day of the Shepard flight that “[t]he launching of a manned rocket into space in 
the U.S.A. today does not bear comparison with the flight of the space ship-satellite 
‘Vostock’ with the world’s first cosmonaut Yury Gagarin.”39  Soviet newspapers also pointed 
out the reported simplicity of the American manned flight: “Time Magazine pointed out that 
the American plan for sending a man into space aimed only at ‘placing a man into a short 
orbit’, much less impressive than the complex flight of ‘Vostok’ around the Earth.”  These 
boastings reveal that the primary motives of the Soviet Union in the development of their 
space program were psychological and prestige.    
   The American government proclaimed the Shepard flight to be no more than “a 
basic step toward manned flights,” which were planned for the end of the year. 40  The U.S. 
program proclaimed the plan to put up unmanned Mercury capsules in hopes that by the end 
of the year an American astronaut would be able to orbit the earth three consecutive times.41  
Twenty days later on May 25, 1961 President Kennedy, in a State of the Union address, 
declared the countries commitment to the Apollo space project because “the U.S. faced 
extraordinary challenges and needed to respond extraordinarily.”42  In his State of the Union 
Address, Kennedy proclaimed that the United States was in a battle between freedom and 
tyranny and if they were to win this battle, scientific achievements need to be made by this 
country in order to ensure that free men share equally the experience of space.43  He ended 
his address with challenging the nation to achieve a single goal: "I believe this Nation should 
commitment itself to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the 
moon and returning him safely to earth. No single space project in this period will be more 
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impressive to mankind, or more important for the long-range exploration of space; and none 
will be so difficult or expensive to accomplish."44  
 August 6, 1961 the Soviets responded to the American goal of an extended space 
flight to the moon with Stepanovich Titov’s flight of 17 orbits, or 434960 miles, in 25 hours 
in Vostok-2.45 Titov gave the Soviets the added glory of the first extended flight through 
space.  During a press conference following Titov’s flight it was stated that “[h]e paved a 
road into space equal to the distance from the earth to the moon and back and safely 
returned home.”46  During the conference it was further stated that Gagarin’s flight could be 
compared to the expedition of Columbus, yet Titov’s flight could be compared to no-one in 
the history of man and is one of the greatest achievements of Soviet science and 
technology.47  This flight had an undertone that showed that even though the American 
program was planning extended flights through space, the Soviets already had the 
capabilities.    
 The United States’ answer to the extended flight of Titov was John Glenn.  February 
20, 1962 John Glenn orbited Earth in the ship Friendship 7.  Glenn orbited the Earth three 
times in just shy of five hours and reached an altitude of approximately 162 miles.48  In an 
article in the New York Times one month before Glenn’s flight, it was claimed that the 
extended flight of John Glenn would at least  put the United States on the same terms, 
psychologically, as the Soviet Union but the failure of the Mercury-Atlas ship, Friendship 7, 
would mean a psychological setback for the United States.49  The article also admitted that 
Glenn’s flight will not be as advanced or extended as that of the Soviet Cosmonaut G. S. 
Titov. 
 One day after the flight of John Glenn, Nikita Khrushchev sent a congratulatory 
letter to President Kennedy for Glenn’s successful flight.  At the bottom of this letter, 
Khrushchev suggested that the United States and the Soviet Union combine scientific, 
technological and material forces for the betterment of science and mankind.50  This is the 
first mention of the Soviet Union and United States combining forces, by either nation.  
This was a very curious thing to say when it was widely known that the Soviet Union “d[id] 
not like to disclose their failures, and volunteer nothing they can hide successfully.”51  In an 
interview between news correspondent A. Romanv and Yury Gagarin, Gagarin declared that 
the decision by the United States to not share information with the Soviet Union was a 
mistake because "[t]he most valuable data on space and space flights have been obtained by 
the Soviet Union.”52   
 It is curious as to why the Soviets, all of a sudden, want to combine efforts with the 
United States.  It is possible that the Soviets were having more failures than successes, and 
their successes were coincidentally the milestone achievements.  If this is the case, it only 
makes sense that the Soviets would want to join with the United States for research 
purposes.  They did not, however, end up joining programs. 
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       After seven years of development and smaller missions, in July of 1969 the American 
Space Program planned to send three men to the moon to collect moon surface samples on 
Apollo-11.  Neil Armstrong said in the New York Times, less than 48 hours before the 
scheduled launch, that “[a]fter a decade of planning and hard work, we’re willing and ready 
to attempt to achieve our national goal.”53  Lieutenant Colonel Michael Collins, another of 
the astronauts, stated that an 80% chance of success in their tasks on the moon was a fair 
estimate, but the chances of reaching and returning from the moon were much greater.54  
The American flight to the moon was rivaled, however, by the Soviet Luna-15.   
Rumors had been spreading from months before the Apollo flight of a possible 
Soviet launch in the same time frame to steal some of the lime light from the Americans.55  
The Luna-15 was launched three days before the American Apollo-11 flight.56  The mission of 
Luna-15 was stated in a London newspaper  as “to check the systems on board the 
automatic station,” and was not thought, by the Americans and the British,  to have the 
capabilities to land and collect moon material before the American flight but the “history of 
Russian space efforts ha[d] been full of suprises.”57  The possibility of the Soviets getting to 
the moon to collect samples before the Americans concerned scientists and citizens of the 
United States because the Soviets would be stealing this monumental achievement right out 
from under them.  A British newspaper wrote that the achievement by the Soviets would 
give them something to gloss over the American achievement, and have their own on the 
front page while putting the American moon landing further back in the paper.58  The Soviet 
vehicle Luna-15 did not land on the moon and on July 20, 1969 the American Apollo-11 
successfully landed on the moon and it successfully returned to earth on July 24, 1969.  The 
Apollo-11 shuttle that landed on the moon, according to Bernard Lovell a British journalist, is 
“merely the beginning of an entirely new phase in man’s extraterrestrial activities” and that it 
“is an exploit whose timescale ha[d] been determined by Soviet-American rivalry.”59  The 
Soviets responded to the American Moon landing with an article in their news recapping all 
their own achievements in the space program, but devoted only one small paragraph to the 
American feat. 
It is easy to see the effect the American media had on the Soviet program.  The 
American media was able to lay out the publicized plans of the space program and the 
Soviets took this information and worked quickly to ensure they developed and achieved 
before the Americans had the technology.  In scrambling for the advantage and not 
necessarily taking the time to fully develop the structure and designs of the great space 
machines, the Soviets fell behind in the fine-tuned aspects of space flight (i.e. soft moon 
landing).  It is also possible that the growing cold war and fight for communism in other 
parts of the world took attention and resources away from the Soviet space program which 
hindered the development even further.  From the beginning the Soviets had a substantial 
lead in the race for space but were unable to hold onto it through the end.          
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